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Introduction 

The use and implementation of technology serves a critical role in institutions of higher 
education, especially within Christian higher education. From the invention of the codex to the 
printing press to modern-day video conferencing and social media, the church has utilized the 
technological advancements of the age to further the spread of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, to 
fulfill the Great Commission, and to disciple the church and train future Christian leaders. The 
question is not whether to implement technology into higher education institutions (especially 
Christian higher education institutions, but how to most effectively implement such technological 
advancements into institutions in order to best utilize tomorrow’s technology for today’s 
ministry.! 

Implementing technology into institutions of higher education offer a series of benefits, as 
well as some disadvantages that must be overcome. This paper will unpack each of the major 
benefits and disadvantages (while providing solutions in overcoming each disadvantage). A 
practical roadmap for effectively implementing a higher education technology program will also 
be examined. The use of technology both as an augment to on-campus instruction as well as an 
extension to on-campus instruction through the use of online distance education programs will be 
treated. 

Due to the COVID19 global pandemic causing a paradigm shift in the way in which 
higher education institutions approach online education programs, a brief examination of such a 
paradigm shift will also be discussed, specifically in how online education will continue to serve 


a role in higher education post-COVID19. Recent technological discussions on big tech 


l- The previously-trademarked slogan of Mallard Computer, Inc., the former IT 
corporation the author of this paper was the President/CEO of prior to his PhD program. 


corporations, privacy, and how institutions of higher education need to make wise technological 


decisions on such technological vendors will be another area of brief discussion. 


Benefits of Technology in Higher Education 

There are numerous benefits to implementing a technology program in institutions of 
higher education. Three main benefits easily come to mind, with a fourth bonus benefit that has 
surfaced in recent years. One main benefit is the use of technology in higher education is that 
technnology can streamline on-campus operations. Faculty can utilize online courseware to 
streamline the delivery of their course content. Students can continue to communicate with other 
students and faculty outside of the classroom by utilizing email and other messaging or 
communications platforms. The use of eBooks, and, for Christian higher education, Bible 
software, can expand the amount of research content accessible to the student beyond the physical 
offerings of the school library, while providing faster and more automated research capabilities to 
the student. On-campus hardware such as networking hardware, projection systems, smart boards, 
computers, and tablets allow faculty to enhance their course lectures with better presentations, 
rich graphics, real-world instruction through the use of computer software, and additional video 
content from other respected scholars in their field. While most educators equate “technology” 
with purely “online” distance education programs, the reality is that technology programs 
encompass both online and on-campus operations, and technology has the benefit of streamlining 
and improving the quality of on-campus operations when implemented effectively. 

The second major benefit of technology in higher education, especially with regard to 
online distance education programs in Christian higher education, is that such programs allow 
students to study online from the context of their current ministry field. Instead of uprooting 
students from an existing ministry field and placing them in an isolated on-campus environment 
for a few years to earn a ministry degree program, students are able to simultaneously gain real- 
world ministry experience while completing their ministry degree program training. Gabriel 


Etzel, Timothy Paul Jones, Chris Jackson, and John Cartwright make a substantial argument for 


the benefits of online education being utilized in the existing ministry context of the student, 
while also suggesting that faculty keep in mind each student’s ministry context in the overall 
design of the online course.” The authors point out that students are able to immediately put into 
practice the ministry training and skills received in their online education, not needing to wait 
until graduation to begin serving in their ministry context.* 

A third benefit of technology in higher education building upon the second benefit is that 
online distance education programs also provide an opportunity for students to receive a quality 
education from a respected institution without the cost and requirements of traveling and 
relocating to the institution. This allows students who previously might have been unable to 
receive a solid education access to a wider variety of quality degree programs at a cost and 
convenience that is more feasible to the student. This is especially beneficial to students in a 
global ministry context outside the United States who wish to seek ministry training from a 
respected higher education institution within the United States. 

Another major benefit of technology in higher education that has surfaced in recent years 
is the paradigm shift from solely on-campus education to the explosion of online education due to 
the COVID19 global pandemic. The COVID19 pandemic caused on-campus education to grind to 
a halt. Every higher education institution across the globe had to immediately adopt and adapt to 
online education, whether for distance education students or for students residing near and on- 
campus. Doctoral seminar classes that involved classroom discussion continued (and in some 
cases continues) to remain online even after COVID19 lockdowns eased up due to the 
impossibility for students and faculty to effectively communicate in a seminar environment while 


being forced to distance themselves around a classroom and wear face masks due to government 


2. Gabriel Etzel, Timothy Paul Jones, Chris Jackson, and John Cartwright, Teaching the 
World: Foundations for Online Theological Education. (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2017), 37. 


3- Etzel, Jones, Jackson, and Cartwright, Teaching the World: Foundations for Online 
Theological Education., 39. 


mandates. Regardless of when the COVID19 global pandemic will finally release its clutches 
upon the world, higher education institutions have realized the importance of online education as 
a permanent fixture in their degree program design, as the inclusion of an online program ensures 
the institution’s business continuity will survive any major catastrophe sent its way. Kristen 
Ferguson makes some wise comments on the matter when she writes: 
In this new reality, online education is more important than ever...As life returns to 
normal in the coming months, or at least a new kind of normal, professors will 
increasingly be expected to teach parts or all of their courses online. The luxury of 


debating whether to offer online education has been replaced with an urgent need to 
develop the skills necessary for offering online education from a Christian perspective.‘ 


Disadvantages of Technology in Higher Education 

While there are solid benefits to incorporating technology in institutions of higher 
education, there are a handful of disadvantages that can occur as well, especially for institutions 
implementing online and distance education into their degree programs. Four main disadvantages, 
with solutions to overcome such disadvantages, are discussed as follows. 

One of the main disadvantages of incorporating technology into higher education 
institutions is that instead of streamlining operations, the use of technology can instead 
complicate existing on-campus operations and add an additional layer of complexity with online 
distance education operations. This is especially noticed when faculty or students are not well- 
enough trained or technically-experienced. While some generations of students and even faculty 
who grew up in the “digital age” are now attending or on-faculty in higher education institutions, 
Kristen Ferguson points out that such faculty needs to be trained on both teaching in higher 


education in general, as well as incorporating technology and online learning into their 


4 Kristen Ferguson, Excellence in Online Education : Creating a Christian Community on 
Mission (Nashville: B&H Academic, 2020), 2. 


5 
educational process specifically. One of the main solutions to this disadvantage are to ensure the 
institution’s technology department is well-equipped with a team of technological experts who 
can provide the necessary technical orientation and onboarding for students and faculty who are 
not as well-trained in technology. Much of this onboarding must take place live either in-person 
or over synchronous video conferencing and should not be completely automated. Another 
solution is to ensure faculty who are not well-trained in technology utilize a technologically- 
experienced teacher’s assistant or rely on the assistance of technologically-experienced students 
in the classroom’ to ensure their use of technology truly becomes a benefit instead of a 
disadvantage to their teaching. 

A second disadvantage is that students and faculty can over-embrace technology to the 
point where technology begins to detract from the content being taught, whether this comes as a 
result of using technology for on-campus classes or for online distance education. Seminary 
preaching courses rightly train students in the various factors of communication theory and why it 
is important to prioritize the message itself over the medium and method of delivery.’ Gabriel 
Etzel, Timothy Paul Jones, Chris Jackson, and John Cartwright remind institutions wading into 
the waters of online distance education to not do so merely for “pragmatic” or “profitability” 
reasons, but that “the Scriptures and our theological confessions should shape not only the content 
of our courses but also their design and delivery.”* Christian institutions of higher education 
should keep the Matthew 28 Great Commission in focus as the end goal. The goal of Christian 


higher education is to train the next generation of Christian leaders who will effectively and 


` Ferguson, Excellence in Online Education : Creating a Christian Community on 
Mission, 23. 


é The author of this paper is a former IT Corporation CEO. 


T- Jerry Vines and Jim Shaddix, Power in the Pulpit: How to Prepare and Deliver 
Expository Sermons (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1999), 304. 


8 Etzel, Jones, Jackson, and Cartwright, Teaching the World: Foundations for Online 
Theological Education., xxii. 


biblically communicate the Gospel in a variety of global missional contexts (the local church, 
Christian education, Christian missions and evangelism, etc.) with the goal of fulfilling the Great 
Commission. Utilizing technology as what it is, merely an effective tool of more quickly 
communicating such Gospel-centered teaching, just as the apostles did with parchment and 
codices in their age, allows Christian higher educators to ensure technology does not become the 
end that distracts from the importance of the message. Etzel, et al,, draw a comparison between 
Paul’s New Testament epistles and how such can be used as a model effective online distance 
education today.” 

The third disadvantage is when implementing an online distance education program, 
students attending courses remotely online can at times become disconnected from on-campus 
students and faculty, especially for students attending asynchronous (on-demand) online courses. 
Kristen Ferguson offers a brief discussion on how institutions must overcome the threat of 
“transactional distance” to ensure communities are still being fostered in an online environment 
that would take place in a physical environment.’ Stephen and Mary Lowe present the need to 
create a “reciprocal community” among Christians, applying the term broadly to cover the church 
as a whole, although the term can also be used in the context of online education to solve the 
threat posed by Ferguson.'' Another solution is to treat all students, regardless of their status as an 
on-campus or online distance education student, as students of the same institution without 


separating the two statuses of students into their own silos.'* An ideal solution is to also take 


’ Etzel, Jones, Jackson, and Cartwright, Teaching the World: Foundations for Online 
Theological Education., 12—14. 


10. Ferguson, Excellence in Online Education : Creating a Christian Community on 
Mission, 41—42. 


1L Lowe, Stephen D., and Mary E. Lowe, Ecologies of Faith in a Digital Age:Spiritual 
Growth Through Online Education (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2018), 181-83. 


12. Another solution that would benefit all students, but especially online distance 
education students, is the creation of a “Student Success” support team that models off of the 
“Customer Success’’/““Customer Service” model used in business. Such a discussion is outside the 


measures to blend the physical and “virtual” campuses together seamlessly into an integrated, 
unified entirety that naturally scales between on-campus and online. Some practical steps in 
implementing such solutions include: online course discussion boards utilized by both groups of 
students, shared reading assignments among students, pairing students up with “study 
accountability partners” (either two online students or, even better, an online student with an on- 
campus student), shared prayer lists across the institution and course, live streaming and/or video 
archiving of chapel services, live question and answer sessions with both the on-campus and 
online classes, group projects (especially projects that involve both groups of students), additional 
opportunities for physical and virtual social networking among students and professors, and “flex 
access” programs that allow students to decide how much of the degree program can be taken 
online and which classes the student would prefer to receive on-campus education to gain 
exposure in both areas.” 

A final disadvantage of technology is that some courses, especially those in an 
asynchronous online environment, can become overly automated to the point where the professor 
has flipped the “auto pilot” switch on for the course and has become detached from teaching the 
course itself. Kristen Ferguson has stressed the importance of the professor being present in the 
online course, effectively communicating throughout the course, even to the point of making 
minor adaptations to the course during the semester.'* Stephen and Mary Lowe discuss the need 
for designing “learning ecologies” as “the space in which learning occurs that operates on the 


same principles and processes as a natural ecology,” applying the principle to using both online 


bounds of this paper, but I have written about it in a feedback report I sent to Dr. Adam Greenway 
at SWBTS. 


13. One piece of technology that enables the use of some of these features is the free 
Faithlife Groups Christian social networking platform from Faithlife, the makers of Logos Bible 
Software. The platform can allow for shared discussions, reading plans, prayer lists, etc., that can 
be useful for both institution-wide and course-level Christian social networking. 


14. Ferguson, Excellence in Online Education : Creating a Christian Community on 
Mission, 80-86. 


asynchronous (on-demand) discussion groups that springboard into synchronous live meetings.!> 
Their suggestion about incorporating synchronous live meetings into an existing asynchronous 
online course is a valuable suggestion. Faculty who are teaching through an asynchronous online 
course can augment the course with a couple of synchronous live meetings throughout the 
semester (possibly around the mid-term and final course weeks) in which they count the online 
student’s attendance through the attending of the meetings. The meetings allow the students to 
ask questions and allow the faculty members to better interact with and ensure students are truly 
learning the content and work to overcome any potential struggles students have with the course 
content. Such a small solution allows the professor to be present and approachable to such online 
students and provide students with more accountability than merely going through the course in 
an overly automated, check-off-the-to-do-list format they could easily succumb to. 

While there are specific disadvantages to using technology in higher education 
institutions, with proper planning and focus, each major disadvantage can be eliminated, allowing 
such disadvantages to become additional strengths and benefits to the use of technology instead of 


a hindrance to the institution. 


Implementing Technology in Higher Education 
Higher education institutions need a practical plan for implementing technology both at an 
on-campus and online distance education level. The foundational piece of technology consists of 
the institution’s student information system (SIS). The SIS should guide the student from 
enrolling as a student in the institution through registering for courses and paying for tuition to 
completing graduation from the institution. This core piece of technology becomes the central hub 
in which all of the student’s other interactions with technology in higher education integrate. The 


SIS should be simple to use across a variety of devices, with the goal of providing the institution'® 


15. Lowe, Stephen D., and Lowe, Ecologies of Faith in a Digital Age:Spiritual Growth 
Through Online Education, 87—91. 


lé. Especially institutions implementing a “Student Success” team. 


with the key metrics in ensuring the student’s overall success in the degree program. Most SIS 
platforms are currently one of the most major expenses to the institution and unfortunately 
provide an inferior end user experience, with many institutions forced to currently implement 
expensive, custom-developed SIS platforms.'” 

In order for students to complete coursework online, a courseware solution is required for 
the institution to add to its technological toolbox. While online courseware solutions are vital for 
distance education students, such solutions are also useful for on-campus students to centralize 
and streamline the completion of some on-campus classroom assignments, as well as provide a 
centralized portal with which faculty can deliver course content such as lecture notes. Three 
popular courseware solutions used by many institutions are: Blackboard'*, Moodle’’, and 
Canvas.” 

Depending on whether students complete online courses in a synchronous (live) or 
asynchronous (on-demand) environment, some form of lecture content delivery system is 
necessary. For synchronous environments, a video conferencing platform is generally 
recommended. Zoom?! quickly became the most popular video conferencing platform as a result 
of COVID19, although institutions should re-evaluate whether to continue using Zoom or at least 
implement new security policies in light of numerous security issues that have plagued the 
platform.” For asynchronous environments, recording audio or video lectures (video being the 


preferred method, although delivering both audio and video are beneficial to students since 


17. It is a goal of this student to research and develop a more cost-effective and user- 
friendly SIS platform post-graduation. 


18. https://www.blackboard.com/teaching-learning/learning-management/blackboard-learn 
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10 
students with low-bandwidth Internet connections or students frequently traveling can listen to 
audio) and streaming them over a lecture hosting service with a content delivery network (CDN) 
is necessary. Institutions should resist the urge to host their lectures on popular free video sharing 
platforms such as YouTube which can blend their educational content with questionable 
advertising and instead opt to host their lectures on a school’s existing video hosting platform (if 
available, one example being Microsoft Stream which is used by SWBTS”*) or a dedicated 
lecture hosting platform such as Knowmia™ or ShareStream.”> 

Communications between the faculty and students are critical to ensuring student success. 
Email is the preferred and most effective primary method of communication, so institutions 
should provide both their faculty and students with email accounts (with clear distinctions in the 
domain names which accounts belong to faculty and which accounts belong to students). 
Institution websites should also offer clear, updated, and accessible information for both 
prospective and current students, remembering that the institution’s website is usually the first 
exposure or true “front door” students will encounter to learn more about the institution. An 
institution can also choose to offer a dedicated mobile app or optimize their current website for 
mobile devices. Social media also plays a major role in how students interact with the institution. 
Institutions should leverage social media as an effective communication tool while setting clear 
boundaries that prohibit the excessive use of social media and preserve faculty and student 
privacy from social media companies whose goal is the selling user data for targeted advertising. 

In order to complete assignments, students will be engaging in reading, research, and 


writing continuously. Institutions should leverage online library platforms and academic journal 


3. https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/microsoft-stream 
24. https://www.techsmith.com/knowmia-education.html 


25. https://www.sharestream.com/ 


11 
databases (such as EBSCOhost” and ProQuest”’) and make use of eBooks, and for Christian 
institutions, make use of Bible software such as Logos?’ and Accordance”’. Bible software 
platforms such as Logos also offer a Mobile Education program” allowing teachers to 
supplement their lectures with video lectures and content from other respected scholars. Finally, a 
word processor is needed to complete writing assignments. Most institutions use standards-based 
word processors such as Microsoft Word’! or LibreOffice*’, although specialized word processors 
such as Nota Bene” are heavily useful for academic research and writing, as are project planning 
tools such as Ulysses, Scrivener”, and Scapple.*° 

The institution’s campus is not immune from critical technological requirements, even for 
institutions who have not heavily embraced online distance education programs. Infrastructure 
such as broadband, web hosting, on-campus network and Wi-Fi hardware, phones, video 
conference hardware/unified communications (UC) for asynchronous online classes, televisions 
and TV service (if provided to the institution), projection systems, smart boards, computers, and 


tablets are just a handful of the necessary hardware. Video production equipment for synchronous 


26. https://www.ebsco.com/products/ebscohost-research-platform 

*7- https://www.proquest.com/ 

28: https://logos.com 
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12 
online classes (video cameras, video editing software, backdrops/green walls, and screen casting 
software) must also be considered. Whether institutions offer faculty-issued cell phones or offer a 
bring your own device (BYOD) policy, as well as what cellphone use policies are implemented at 
the institution and whether to include mobile device management (MDM) solutions with BYOD 
policies are other considerations. Most critical is ensuring the institution has robust on-campus 
and online cybersecurity, protecting systems at the network-level and endpoints that include the 
following: antivirus, anti-malware, ransomware protection, cryptocurrency mining protection, ad- 
blocking and web filtering, firewall, antispam for emails, web server security, and protection from 
other emerging threats. Deciding on allowing remote Virtual Private Networking (VPN) access 
for faculty to remote into on-campus infrastructure should also be considered. The last situation 
an institution needs is to be brought to its knees from a major cybersecurity incident. 

A final consideration into any institution’s plan to implement technology should be how 
much of “big tech” should the institution, especially the Christian higher education institution, 
should invest in. One example is when Microsoft required all charities to adopt a 
nondiscrimination policy concerning lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) individuals 
in order to qualify for a Microsoft 365 nonprofit license.’ While this policy was amended to 
include an exemption for religious organizations’, imagine a Christian higher education 
institution waking up to having critical infrastructure inaccessible due to a “big tech” corporation 
such as Microsoft terminating the institution’s accounts or requiring the institution to pay 
thousands of dollars in infrastructure costs due to the loss of the institution’s nonprofit license for 
failing to “comply” with such policies? Coupled with the fact that “big tech” corporations, for the 


most part, are known to have lax privacy policies, including selling customer data for advertising 


37. SWBTS faculty and student email accounts, as well as other critical infrastructure, are 
hosted on Microsoft 365. 
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13 
purposes” and are also known for censorship, especially among Christian and politically- 
Conservative individuals and organizations“, Christian institutions should not place all of their 
“eggs” in the “basket” of “big tech.” While it is currently impossible to completely avoid using 
“big tech” for some of the institution’s technology needs, institutions should shop around when 
implementing a technology plan. When possible, institutions should choose local providers over 
national provides (such as broadband) and implement a “small business Saturday” approach to 
technology shopping. Institutions should especially look for smaller yet established providers that 
offer a track record of solid technical support and treat customers as a valued customer instead of 
treating customers as merely an increase in their bottom line.*! Before choosing any provider, the 
terms and conditions and privacy policies of the provider should be heavily examined by 
technology and legal professionals to ensure the institution is not wading into a provider that 
could cause potential privacy or censorship issues in the future. Some institutions have also opted 
to host their critical infrastructure on their own in-house servers versus relying on “cloud 
providers” (remote web hosting) to ensure greater control over their data. While an option, it also 
brings with it added costs, support, and issues during severe weather or utility outages.” Hosting 
with a smaller cloud provider provides a proper balance between not relying on “big tech” 
providers while still reaping the cost and support benefits of remote web hosting. 

An institution’s technology implementation plan can be a complex puzzle with varying 


pieces to fit together. However, consultation with the institution’s chief technology or chief 


3? https://www.cnet.com/news/tech-giants-ranking-privacy-eff-government-surveillance/ 
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4 Luther Rice College and Seminary hosts their critical infrastructure on their own 
servers, although the servers must be shut down during major severe weather events, causing the 
infrastructure to be inaccessible to students. 
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information officer will ensure the institution is making the most effective use of implementing 


technology for both on-campus and online distance education students. 


Conclusion 

Technology is an ever-expanding, ever-changing field in which institutions of higher 
education must continually adopt and adapt to. When implemented effectively, the use of 
technology in higher education institutions, especially Christian higher education institutions, can 
further the spread of the Gospel of Jesus Christ and more effectively fulfill the Great 
Commission. Technological programs such as distance online education offer a variety of 
benefits, especially seen in how such programs offer institutional business continuity both during 
and after the COVID19 global pandemic. Yet technological programs also bring with the 
implementation a set of disadvantages that must be overcome, especially for faculty and students 
who fall into one of the extremes of either not being technologically proficient or over dependent 
upon technology which detracts from effectively communicating the message of the lesson. 

A comprehensive technological program is a complex puzzle in which varying pieces 
must effectively fit together to ensure the technological program fulfills its intended goals, 
especially within the area of cybersecurity to ensure that even the most robust technological 
program is not brought to its knees through a cyberattack. Each technological program must also 
ensure at all times that the use of technology is further advancing the student to ultimately 
succeed through the program and allowing the faculty to better utilize the technology to succeed 
in communicating each lesson. How a higher education institution utilizes technological services 
from big tech corporations versus smaller technology providers also plays a much-needed 
discussion in the current decision-making process. 

The church and Christian higher education has always utilized the latest technological 
advances to further the spread of the Gospel of Jesus Christ and to fulfill the Great Commission. 


May higher education and Christian higher education effectively utilize the various technological 


advancements of the age to further glorify God and to train the next generation of Christian 


leaders who will serve the church from now to the end of the age. 
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